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Friedrichsmeyer: Böll's Satires

Boll's Satires
Erhard Friedrichsmeyer

There are critics who feel that Boll is at his best in his short stories. I agree wholeheartedly, adding the proviso that the best are satiric. "Nicht nur zur Weihnachtszeit" and "Doktor Murkes gesammeltes Schweigen," to name but two, are
masterpieces. They are also pure satire. But unfortunately, not all of Boll's satiric
stories are so easily recognized as genuine satire.
Klaus Jeziorkowski, for example, separates them into "pure" satire and into pieces
which have "satirische Elemente nur als Einsprengsel."l But he refrains from
defining satirical structure, since the perspective of his study is largely unconcerned
with satiric form. He therefore speaks on the one hand of "pure" satires whose
structure corresponds to that of "Der Wegwerfer" which is characterized by a
"prazis-phantastische Konstruktion des Absurden und Entfremdeten."2 But he concedes, on the other hand, that pure satire may lack the schema of structured absurdity. His categorization of some of Boll's stories as "partial" satire is also undefined and invites disagreement. For example, "Wie in schlechten Romanen" is
"pure," "Mein Onkel Fred" is "partial" satire to Jeziorkowski. One might make a
case for the precise opposite, and even for denying that "Wie in schlechten Romanen"
is satire at all.
Similarly, one might question the inclusion of "Keine Trane urn Schmeck" in the
dtv-anthology, Nicht nur zur Weinnachtszeit, Satiren . After having read the title
story and others, such as "Doktor Murkes gesammeltes Schweigen" and "Es wird
etwas geschehen," one cannot help recognizing that "Keine Trane urn Schmeck"
simply is not in the same mold as these pieces. But although this selection may not
be genuine satire, it is nonetheless an important key to Boll's satiric craft.
Schmeck, we recall, is about to be assaulted by his assistant, Muller, whom he
has flagrantly exploited. In the critical moment, when Schmeck is taking an evening stroll, he is accompanied by his German shepherd. The dog's presence frightens
Muller and his girlfriend and there is no assault. Instead it occurs to Muller that his
retaliation against his exploiter should take the form of a "kritische Wurdigung
des Gesamtwerkes von Schmeck."3
Physical violence, here suggested and then rejected, is, of course, part of the
tradition of literary satire. We only have to think of Juvenal, for example. But
physical violence is rarely, if ever, legitimate per se in literary satire. It is abhorred
by the satirist because it victimizes the weak. When the satirist does approve of
physical violence, it is for punitive reasons, directed at the object of his attack.
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Punitive violence, however, is used by the satirist only if it is commensurate with
his moral code.
Clearly, the idea of violence is not compatible with either Boll or his positive
figures, such as Muller in this story. His fiancee, who by her feudal lineage has a
symbolic affinity with such primitive tactics, is the one who suggests the ambush.
A physical attack as retaliation to Schmeck's theft of Muller's manuscript surprises the reader by its unsubtleness, by its gross directness; it is out of character
with the rest of the story. In fact, stealth and pretense, in one word, indirectness,
not explicitness, is the story's general key. When Muller hears Schmeck lecturing
verbatim from a manuscript Schmeck has stolen from him, he does not stand up to
denounce Schmeck as a plagiarist; instead, he steals away to vomit. Then he takes
pains to hide his strained condition by washing with the soap he carries with him
at all times. But in the symbolic sense the washing has not helped Muller to rid
himself of Schmeck. Muller decides to ambush him and plans to do so under the
cover of darkness. The story, of course, returns to the key note of indirectness
when Muller opts for writing a "kritische Wurdigung" of Schmeck.
The question now is, why is Boll's lapse into directness objectionable? After all,
the violence is only suggested, not actually carried out. But if even the suggestion
seems offensive, not ethical considerations alone, but esthetics, the structure of
satire, may be involved.
We recall that the presence of the dog prevented the assault. Almost needless to
say, a German shepherd is no lapdog, but a most formidable and fearsome animal of
attack. Grass' Hundejahre and Krolow's pornographic poem come to mind. In both
cases the German shepherd is an easily recognized symbol of perverted forms
of aggression. The appearance of Schmeck's dog on the scene defines the situation,
revealing it to contain the mechanisms of raw, physical aggression, of threat and
counterthreat. The injection of the dog into the antagonistic situation reveals that
Muller's attack cannot be construed as a defensible, punitive measure. Physical
aggression is not compatible with a contemporary satiric protagonist unless he is
negatively projected or, of course, involved in revolutionary satire.
Post-war West German society, like ours, purports to , and Boll in his works categorically does, eschew physical violence. True, the satirist's impulse is aggression
since satire does indeed always attack something; but since he has decided to
write , rather than to punch someone in the nose, the satirist has chosen an indirect
approach. Unless he opts for pure invective, his aggression is to be metamorphized
in line with the moral code to which he subscribes. It is then perplexing that Boll
goes so far as even to suggest that his protagonist commit an act most of us would
consider brutal. The suggested solution to Murke's frustrations by its gross directness
ruptures the texture of the story. The satirist's aggressive impulse reveals itself
undisguised. But the tear in the structural fabric tells us more about satire.
The presence of the attack dog with its retaliatory capabilities signals that the
assault as planned would have been raw physical aggression. It would not even
have been an effective punitive measure in the sense that Schmeck would not have
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had to make restitution for his plagiarism. In thrashing the man, Miiller would at
best have created a martyr. A physical attack on Schmeck is out of the question for
two reasons. In the literal sense, Schmeck is out of reach behind his dog. In the
figurative sense, the presence of the German shepherd, being a symbol of perverted aggression, indicates that Schmeck uses the academic hierarchy not to exercise leadership but to dominate and exploit. Thus in beating up Schmeck, Miiller
would lower himself to the inhuman patterns of behavior to which Schmeck
subscribes.
Miiller reacts to the fact that violence will not reach Schmeck. Rather than
seeing him as a coward, we should credit Miiller with having regained his wits. He
will now direct his attack at the scholar Schmeck. As such, Schmeck is indeed dangerous to society; he is no menace at all when taking a stroll. Boll emphasizes this
by having Schmeck, upon recognizing Miiller, come towards him arms outstretched
in a gesture of peace. Miiller's attack will be transformed into a critical test of
Schmeck's work; it will not be animalistic assault. Likewise, then, the aggressive
impulse of the satirist must undergo a transformation. To be satire that is taken
seriously, it must be humanized aggression. But the attack must be of a socially
constructive kind. Karl Kraus made this point vehemently and often. No matter
how personal his thrusts appeared to be, he meant them to expose an idea. The
man behind it, he insisted, was of no consequence to him.4
The tear in the satiric fabric of "Keine Trane um Schmeck" has so far revealed
two of the three basic constituents of Boll's satires. First, it has pointed to aggression as the satiric impulse. Second, it has shown that this aggression must take
a form in the literary text that is compatible with the moral code of the satirist. If
Miiller decides to write about Schmeck rather than assault him, he does what the
satirist does: he socializes aggression. But the writer of literary satire is bound to
a further commitment. He must present socialized aggression in an esthetic perspective. The third constituent of Boll's satires is the principle of indirectness. This
is the mode by which socialized aggression becomes estheticized.
Unfortunately for "Keine Triine urn Schmeck," I feel, Boll in this particular story
fails to estheticize his moral aim. He points all too didactically to Miiller's mistake
and to the fact that the coup de main will not do. Instead of being a satirist, Boll.
seen positively, is side-tracked into the poetics of satire; seen negatively, into
didacticism. He tells us , who probably know his conviction already, and are likely
to share it, that beating up people is objectionable conduct. But instead of giving us,
as readers, alternatives for coming to terms with the offensive member as he does
in "Doktor Murkes gesammeltes Schweigen," he provides an objectionably specific
and unequivocally stated answer.
There is no question but that Boll tends toward the flaw of moral explicitness.
But it is less offensive in his non-satiric works because in them the primary impulse for writing is not aggression. Therefore, there is a less direct line of connection
between the moralizing protagonist and the author. Not so in satire, where we cannot help hearing the author's voice when the protagonist scores his moral points.
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Since satiric structure demands a transmutation of raw aggression in line with
the moral credo of the author, it follows that in Boll's case, open and physical aggression must be played down since physical violence does not even have punitive
value for him. The principle of indirectness, which disguises both the aggression
and the moral aim identifiable with it, precludes open moralizing.
Thus, it seems to me that most of Boll's satires are superb because their satiric
structure eliminates didacticism and disguises the moral purpose. For example,
we are not told at all in "Doktor Murkes gesammeltes Schweigen" how the dominant
ape, Bur-Malottke, should be rendered ineffective. Nor are we sure how the matriarch in "Nicht nur zur Weihnachtszeit" should be dealt with: We as readers, as
addressees of satire, are witnesses to the feud in which the satirist is engaged and
are drawn into the moral judgment by being challenged to provide an answer ourselves. If in "Keine Trane um Schmeck" Boll fails somewhat on esthetic grounds,
in his unflawed satires, the third constituent of his satiric craft, the process of
estheticization of socialized aggression, is defined by indirectness, by disguise and
subtlety. Thus for example, the satiric challenger in "Nicht nur zur Weihnachtszeit"
is a boxer who does his fisticuffs hiding away in the bushes and who later becomes
a monk. In "Doktor Murkes gesammeltes Schweigen" the aggressive thrust is projected in symbol and metaphor, such as the elevator that takes Murke to the top of
the system and the scissors which he uses to cut up Bur-Malottke. In "Es wird
etwas geschehen" and in several of Boll's other satires, it is a very zany and melancholy brand of humor that veils the moral point.
The principle of indirectness, leaving the moral judgment to the addressee of
satire, seems to me to be the sine qua non of good contemporary satire. Didacticism
is odious to most of us, who are by and large moral relativists. We more than likely
admire moral ,commitment conveyed indirectly, by style, by metaphor and symbol,
but we are not sympathetic to moral dogmatism. Avoiding a definite verdict, the
good contemporary satirist merely steers us toward it, especially if it demands moral
action beyond the reader's and perhaps even the writer's capabilities.
In "Doktor Murkes gesammeltes Schweigen" Boll ultimately does point to an
uncompromising challenge to the system. Thus he asks for more than the protagonist, and most men, can deliver. The figure of Murke is also a satiric selfportrait. As such, an additional element is introduced which allows a part of the
author to escape from the identification with the satiric protagonist. The author
shows his vision to transcend the moral stamina of himself as a person as he is
reflected in his satiric alter ego. Murke's reaction to Bur-Malottke begins idealistically; it is directed against the system represented mainly by Bur-Malottke's phony
communication. But instead of attacking the offensive ideas Bur-Malottke represents, Murke in the end challenges Bur-Malottke as a man in the position of supreme
dominance. Murke in the end of the story has initiated himself into the system and
has taken the first step towards someday replacing the dominant ape. He likes
silence, not because it relieves him of the deceit inherent in Bur-Malottke's verbiage,
but because it offers him a sense of superiority.
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The problem is to be seen in the light of social dominance. Murke's treatment
of his girlfriend, whom he forces to be silent so he can tape her silence, illustrates
this. In his job, he is reduced to silence, to submission to his superiors. Having
been forced to submit to Bur-Malottke, he turns the tables in his private life and
thus in the end is really not much better than Bur-Malottke. The girl senses this,
accusing him of making demands that are "noch unsittlicher als die Sachen, die
andere Manner von einem Madchen verlangen."s Boll makes it quite clear that noise
as such does not bother Murke, for after he finishes recording the girl's silences, he
takes her to the movies. Unless they are silent films, of which there is no evidence,
he will be barraged by sound. But it will be impersonal noise. The mechanics of
personal dominance and submission will not be involved.
I would propose that we call those stories of Boll's pure satire which subscribe
to the following paradigm: They exhibit 1.) an aggressive impulse which 2.) is
transformed into a humanistic perspective. This perspective, with which we can
largely identify the satirist-author, does not surface as didactic because 3.) it is
sufficiently counterbalanced by esthetic suppression. Symbol, metaphor and style
understate and neutralize both the open aggression and the dogmatic aspect of
the moral element in the text.
Boll's satires, as I have tried to show largely by negative example and hope to
show by positive example in a larger study treating other contemporary German
writers as well, have the three constituents mentioned above in their structure. To
state it in a formula, Boll's satire and, I suspect, that of other contemporary German
writers as well, is esthetically socialized aggression. This skeleton definition has to
my knowledge first been advanced but not applied to a text by Jiirgen Brummack
in his impressive Forschungsbericht on satire. 6 I disagree with Brummack, however,
when he attaches too much validity to the formula as a tool for an historical investigation of satire. His definition, like Schiller's, is ideological and inherently
bound and limited to the time that generated it. Schiller's concept in Uber naive
und sentimentalische Dichtung, proposing that satire lives by the tension between
the real and ideal, applies ultimately only to satire written in the spirit of Schiller.
Applied to Heine's Deutschland. Ein Wintermarchen, for example, the formula reveals its inadequacies. The important distinction is that Heine had no intention
to alert his German readers to an ideal world. Rather he wished to point to a
more rational world existing beyond the confines of Germany, not a perfect, but
a better world by comparison.
Brummack's formula, too, is fully applicable only to contemporary satire. It,
too, is ideological. Aggression, to look at but one of its facets, is a cluster concept
that more or less fixes good, evil, and social dominance in a contemporary and
ideological fashion. The whole concept of aggression is so crucial in the dialectic
of capitalist versus socialist thought, and is so hotly contested, that a group of
young left-leaning psychologists in West Germany have recently indicted Lorenz's,
Eibl-Eibesfeldt's, and Mitscherlich's work on aggression as outright trash. 7
Brummack's definition clearly belongs to the camp of those who think aggression
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is a valuable generative principle for human affairs. The socialist critic could not
subscribe to it unless he wanted to use it as an indictment against satire as presocialist and therefore obsolete. If, on the other hand, the satirist's intent is moral,
and not merely propagandistic, a notion to which I am sure Brummack subscribes,
satiric aggression must socially and esthetically be viewed as having value as a
generative force. Almost needless to say, I believe this, and therefore I contend
that an investigation of Boll's and some of his contemporaries' satiric craft in
terms of Brummack's formula is appropriate. Subjecting Heine, however, to the
formula, would be falsely claiming him for a current ideology. But there is no
reason not to apply Brummack's definition to Boll. He is in the same cultural matrix
as the researchers of human aggression, and in Boll's satires, aggressive behavior
demonstrable in the text is either the mainspring of moral action or it leads the
satiric protagonist to the moment of his moral truth, which he then mayor may
not honor.
As in "Doktor Murkes gesammeltes Schweigen," there is also in "Unberechenbare
Gaste" a strong indication that aggression is the prerequisite for a meaningful life.
Only the lion in this mock idyll, where man and beast live in harmony, manages to
arouse in the protoganist a bond of interest. There is fear in the protagonist but
also a feeling of affinity with the raptorial beast.
Though the suitability of Brummack's definition seems of doubtful value to me
when applied to, for instance, Romantic satire as Brummack wishes to do; it
remains a promising, though an admittedly ideological tool of description for contemporary satire. It is ultimately a mirroring device. If Lorenz's geese and Boll's
people have anything at all in common, it is not so much because Boll's people
behave like Lorenz's geese, though some do, but because Lorenz, looking at his
geese, perceived what was perhaps a foregone conclusion : by "objective" observation, he could make them behave very much like his contemporaries.
University of Cincinnati
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